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Like? Advertising Practitioners views of social media                                             
as an advertising research tool  
 
 
Abstract 
 
Given that both academics and marketers are dissatisfied with the current state of 
advertising research (Kerr and Schultz, 2010; Neff, 2011), the objective of this 
exploratory paper is to determine the position of world-leading advertising 
professionals on the use of social media to test, track and evaluate campaigns. Using 
Delphi methodology, an international panel of Cannes Gold Lion winners 
acknowledged that social media research has both strengths and weaknesses, the same 
as any research. Its strengths are its intimacy and spontaneity, bringing the brand and 
consumer closer. The real risk is the loss of control in this research environment. 
 
 
Introduction and Purpose 
 
It is hard to know which has had the greater scrutiny recently – social media or 
advertising research. Despite all the changes in the advertising discipline itself, 
including social media, it is suggested that advertising research is caught in a mid to 
late-20th century time warp. Kerr and Schultz (2010) call this the maintenance 
approach, where the primary job of advertising researchers is to find the gap in the 
literature and fill in the holes, rather than build better advertising paradigms. This may 
lead us to adopt rigid rules of what is valid or important research and block innovation 
(Tadajewski, 2008; Svensson, 2006). 
 
Leading practitioners are also questioning the value of market research. At the recent 
Advertising Research Foundation’s Re:Think 2011 conference in New York, Global 
Consumer and Market Knowledge Officer Procter and Gamble, Joan Lewis, 
advocated a mindshift from, “believing a method, particularly survey research, will be 
the solution to anything. We need to be methodology agnostic,” (Neff, 2011, p.1). 
 
Lewis concurs with Bogart (1986, p. 13), who more than 25 years earlier suggested, 
“Quality is not just about methodology and procedures; it has to do with intellectual 
content”. Like Kerr and Schultz (2010), Lewis believes that researchers focus too 
much on the methodology and representation. She proposed social media as an 
alternative research tool, as it offers consumers a chance to say something about a 
company in a less-structured way. Similarly, the executive VP-chief marketing and 
commercial officer of Coca-Cola Co., Joe Tripodi, favoured counting “expressions” 
rather than impressions (Neff, 2011). 
 
 The aim then of this exploratory paper is to determine the position of world-leading 
advertising professionals on the use of social media to test, track and evaluate 
campaigns. It seeks to document the way in which new media is used to test 
advertising concepts and evaluate advertising campaigns, identify the risks and the 
ethical implications. This paper in important as it amplifies concerns raised by the 
world’s leading marketers and advertising academics about the quality of advertising 
research. While social media has been explored from many perspectives such as 
engagement and brand creation, the opportunity for social media to accommodate 
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advertising research is an under researched, yet potentially paradigm-changing area 
(Harrison, Waite and Hunter, 2006; Krishnamurthy and Dou, 2008; Li and Zhan, 
2011).  
 
Social media and information generation 
 
Social media allows the general public to initiate communication and to respond 
through computer-mediated communication (CMC), which exponentially grows the 
impact of response. Platforms, such as web communities, viral email, Youtube, 
Facebook, and Weblogs, are powerful due to the proliferation of information 
technology, enabling continuous electronic updates and rapid communication with 
multiple individuals simultaneously (Harrison, Waite and Hunter, 2006).  They 
empower consumers to share their information, opinions and affinity with other 
consumers and with brands. This sharing also leaves a residual trace of brand and 
consumer information, which can be tracked and evaluated (Lin and Zhan, 2011). In 
terms of advertising research, this means data is being generated about consumer 
attitudes, opinions and behaviour, without a single question being asked.  
 
This creates both opportunities and risk for advertisers. Like consumers, advertisers 
are empowered by new media, which offers alternative response platforms and new 
opportunities for dialogue with customers and potential customers. The advertiser can 
also facilitate sharing by providing material on the internet for distribution by 
interested parties via viral email and links to the website from blogs. They can also 
upload material to video sharing sites such as YouTube as a free media channel to a 
global audience (Kerr, Dickinson, Mortimer and Waller, 2009). 
 
The risk, however, is that the word-of-mouth on the social network sites and in the 
blogosphere may be negative. Anti-brand sites may also be developed to capture and 
to amplify the negative sentiment. Detractors may be consumers with an agenda or 
even anonymously employed by competitors. Even brand advocates may take the 
brand down a path the marketer never intended (Krishnamurthy and Dou, 2008).  
 
This lack of control by marketers is perhaps seen to be the greatest strength by 
consumers. User-generated content (UGC) is considered more trustworthy than 
marketer-produced product information (Krishnamurthy and Dou, 2008). Consumers 
believe that they are hearing the whole story, not just the positives or the marketing 
spin. They also believe this is usually the result of personal experience with a product. 
Li and Zhan’s (2011) study of online product reviews found that consumers liked 
product reviews that were comprehensive and easy to read. They also found 
consumers preferred strong positive emotions shown by reviewers, suggesting that 
consumers were looking for support for their purchase decisions. 
 
Social media has created a platform for multi-party dialogue as well as an archive of 
consumer attitudes, opinions and behaviour. These are used by consumers to 
influence their decision making process. However, are advertisers and market 
researchers also using this as a research tool? An exploratory study by Kerr, 
Dickinson, Mortimer and Waller (2009) suggests that advertising agencies are not 
only using new media to gather consumer brand opinion, but also to test their 
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advertising ideas and to evaluate campaigns currently on air. They found that 
Australian advertising practitioners considered this form of feedback to be more 
direct, more honest and more timely than traditional advertising research. Advertising 
practitioners cautioned that its usefulness depended on who was responding, whether 
the sentiment was positive or negative and any potential damage to the campaign. 
 
This raises a number of important issues regarding the use of social media as a 
research tool. With the opportunity to access honest, timely and free feedback on 
advertising ideas, are world-leading advertising practitioners using social media to 
test their creative ideas? This research asks three questions:  
1. What are the perceptions of advertising professionals towards to use of social 
media as a research tool? 
2. How do advertising agencies use social media as a research tool? 
3. What are the risks of doing so? 
To explore these research questions, a Delphi study was undertaken. 
 
 
Delphi Technique for expert judgement 
 
The Delphi technique seeks to emulate the forecasting ability of its ancient Greek 
namesake, by recruiting an expert panel to make forecasts, explore the probabilities of 
situations, evaluate dimensions and models and deliver a collective judgement on an 
issue (Kelley, 2007; Kerr, 2009; Larreche and Montgomery, 1977). It was developed 
by the RAND Corporation as a forecasting tool and has been applied to many areas 
such as marketing research, tourism and sales and advertising research (Kelley, 2007; 
Richards and Curran, 2002; Kerr, 2009). The Delphi technique uses a series of waves, 
beginning with broad open-ended questions and then moving towards a calibrated 
response in its second or third iteration, to establish a midrange or total group 
response amongst the anonymous panel. This consensus is thought to be the true or 
correct answer to solve the problem and it presents a highly informed and credible 
opinion (Best, 1974; Larreche and Montgomery, 1977; Taylor and Judd, 1994; 
Kelley, 2007).  
 
To ensure the quality of the judgement, the selection of the experts on the panel is 
crucial (Kelley, 2007). For this study, world-leading advertising professionals in the 
areas of planning, account management and creative were recruited. These were 
identified as professionals who had won advertising’s highest award, a Cannes Gold 
Lion in 2009 or 2010.  With 10 to 15 deemed an appropriate size for a homogenous 
panel (Kelley, 2007; Taylor and Judd, 1994), 12 advertising professionals (four each 
from creative, planning and account management) agreed to participate in the study. 
This panel, drawn from a starting list of more than 50 advertising professionals, 
included Cannes award winners from England, Sweden, Netherlands, Canada, South 
Africa, Australia and New Zealand. 
 
In-depth interviews with ten advertising professionals were used to develop a set of 
open ended questions for the first wave of the Delphi study. From their responses, a 
list of 79 statements was developed and consolidated into a questionnaire and emailed 
to the panel. The panel were asked to indicate their strength of agreement with each of 
the statements on a scale from 0 (no agreement) to 100 (total agreement) in the second 
and third waves. In keeping with Delphi study protocol, any agreement over 70% was 
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considered to represent the consensus of the panel (Kelley, 2007) and these statements 
are discussed in the findings. 
 
 
Findings 
 
The consensus of the Delphi panel of advertising practitioners is presented in relation 
to the three research questions. 
 
What are the perceptions of advertising professionals towards to use of social 
media as a research tool? 
Advertising practitioners felt that, “The value of research is in how it is considered 
and used”. This meant examining and interpreting the data by drawing upon 
professional experience and knowledge. Social media was considered no more, nor 
less effective than traditional research. But rather, had its own set of peculiarities that 
practitioners were just beginning to explore. In fact, the panel felt, “On-line is not a 
silver-bullet. Its results need to be considered as carefully as other research findings”. 
  
How do advertising agencies use social media as a research tool? 
There appear to be two ways in which social media is used for research – to 
understand the campaign and to understand the consumer. Advertising agencies are 
most certainly listening to what consumers say about their campaign, reviewing 
online-based news services to view and consider the PR impact, commentary and 
discussion around campaigns. A second use of new media is to understand the ways 
in which consumers use social media. This provides some insight into the ‘popular 
culture’ environment in which advertising participates, and also documents brand 
stewardship and online behaviour. 
 
In facilitating this, social media was also affirmed by the panel as, “a voyeur’s 
paradise, so we can watch what people are talking about, sharing, creating”. It was felt 
that this may ignite less formal and more spontaneous communication between the 
brand and the consumer. The benefit was perceived to be that, “It brings the brand and 
the consumer much closer together and the agency needs to understand this dynamic.”  
 
What are the risks of doing so? 
The panel felt that there were risks in conducting any kind of research. Perhaps one of 
the greatest is that research requires, “Consumers to become judges not consumers, so 
the response is not pure or reflecting reality”. There was strong agreement that, “On-
line feedback has advantages and disadvantages, as do all qualitative methods.” 
However, the lack of control of researchers in the online environment was considered 
problematic. It was felt that detractors or brand advocates could polarize a 
conversation and people with an agenda could act un-moderated. “If we allowed the 
minority of voices who just happen to be on-line as the only measure of our work then 
we are taking huge risks.” Also “The content and conversations may help inform 
ideas or decisions, but we would never use them as a sole source.” 
 
Likewise, social media participants could only be heard and not seen. “Online, we 
only see what people write, which can be reinterpreted without seeing facial 
expressions or body language. You could be crying and emotionally distraught 
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writing that life is good on Facebook or a blog, as you want to keep up appearances 
and no-one would know the reality”. 
 
It was also thought that popularity may not reflect effectiveness. “Sometimes 
advertising must do work that will not be voted most popular on YouTube this week. 
Advertising is not made to make people laugh and share with each other, it is made 
for a commercial reason. Sometimes it is possible to do both, other times it is not.” 
 
 However, the panel affirmed, “If consumers want to engage in a conversation online, 
it is riskier to turn them away than engage them”. And “Brands that run and hide or 
are not transparent are most likely to be negatively affected.” 
 
 
Like or not: You’ve got to listen 
 
World-leading advertising practitioners tend to treat online in the same way they 
would treat all research. Its value is in how it is considered and used. They believe 
that in terms of research no method, from focus groups to digital ethnography, is 
perfect. This is mainly because of its reliance upon consumers for information. All 
research should be interpreted in the context of the information source and the 
experience of the researcher. This interpretation is what separates great from average 
advertising. It is what Bogart (1986) describes as “the intellectual content”. 
 
Advertising professionals believe it is ethical to use the online environment for 
research, as people are sharing their thoughts in a public environment. They use this 
environment for research in two ways – to gather intelligence surrounding a brand or 
a particular campaign, and to understand how consumers are engaging in the digital 
environment. They are not using it to directly test creative ideas, such as posting 
conceptual advertisements on Youtube. However, creative people may engage online 
to gather insights into consumers and develop inspiration for the campaign.  
  
Advertising professionals value the intimacy and spontaneity of online, describing it 
as a “voyeur’s paradise”.  They believe the environment can bring the brand and the 
consumer closer together and on a macro-level can track consumer movement online. 
However, they also appreciate the risk of relying on the comments of a few, particular 
advocates or detractors. To this end, they may use content and conversation online to 
shape ideas, but never as the sole source of campaign evaluation.  
 
Also evident is a lack of control by agencies in this new media environment. While 
they can determine when and where a focus group is run, they have no control of the 
content, the timing and the participants in online discussion. They acknowledge that 
anti-brand or anti-advertising sentiment, in significant volumes, may trigger campaign 
change.  As a result, they acknowledge the necessity to monitor online. They have 
little choice as to whether to use social media as a research tool. The data is being 
collected, whether they like it or not. 
 
Future research could track agency perception and practices as this new area of 
research becomes more mainstream. 
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